POWER
The Committee of Public Safety has itself largely to
blame for much of the deserved as well as undeserved
criticism by making the executions a public spectacle
and thereby dramatizing them for posterity. As to the
influence of this upon the populace, it could hardly
have helped being debasing, and the daily association
with death, far from acting as a deterrent, made death
lose its frightening mask. The Committee should
have remembered Voltaire's saying: "Nothing is more
disagreeable than to be hung in obscurity".
It is difficult to understand why Robespierre—grant-
ing that the extraordinary situation compelled him to
reverse his judgment concerning the death penalty
—did not object to these demoralizing exhibitions.
In his speech against capital punishment in the
Constituent he had used the argument that it "brutal-
izes and hardens the people's mind". Could he not see
that such was the effect of the public executions? Could
he not see that they were a grave psychological
blunder? The answer probably is that executions had
always been public and that it was not easy to break
with tradition. But he had broken with many traditions.
He showed in this matter either an amazing want of
vision or a remarkable lack of forceful initiative.
The Revolutionary Army—comparable to a similar
force existing in the Russia of our day—can likewise
not be said to have been forced upon him. He believed
in it, at least for a time. Later he became convinced that
it was a danger to the State, and had it abolished.
The principal policy the Hebertists and Enrages
forced upon him was the General Maximum. The
prices of 1790 were taken as a basis, and the price of each
commodity figured by adding one-third to the price
then prevailing. But it would have been impossible to
fix prices without likewise fixing wages. Owing to the

